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HALIFAX—Environmental concerns are coalescing in Nova Scotia this week, with climate action demonstrations 


filling public spaces and a complaint that the government has ignored its own law to protect endangered species 
heading to the province's top court. 


Like in hundreds of other cities around the globe , Halifax saw a week of climate action kick off on Friday — a 
movement partly inspired by the teenage Swedish activist Greta Thunberg and aimed at leaders who will attend 
the United Nations Climate Action Summit on Sept. 23. 


One midday rally in Grand Parade, in the centre of downtown Halifax, saw about 200 people gather. Infants, 
young children, teenagers and adults were all peppered through the crowd and united in their urgent call to tackle 
climate change. Those who consented to be interviewed expressed grave concern for themselves, their children 
and for future generations. 


Willa Fisher is a Grade 12 student at Citadel High School in Halifax and has organized several climate change 
rallies. 


Fisher was one of many to address the Friday crowd gathered at Grand Parade. In an interview shortly afterward, 
she said climate change must be a priority above all else. She also said one of her biggest fears is that she won't 
be able to have children. 


“| would feel so bad to put them in a world like this. It terrifies me because | love children, | want to have children,’ 
Fisher said. “But | just can't now. | can't have children until | know they're going to be safe.” 


Fisher was also one of the organizers of Friday's “die-in” — a method of protest characterized by protestors 
silently lying down in a public place, disrupting pedestrian traffic to draw attention to their cause — at the Halifax 
Shopping Centre. 


Candice Webb, 15, also attended Friday's rally, along with many students from the Shambhala School in Halifax. 
Her motivation was driving attention to the climate crisis and trying to get those in power to act with urgency. 


“My biggest fear is having Halifax and every single place being a dystopian land full of fire,” Webb said in an 
interview. “And all because millionaires and billionaires are too greedy for profit and not caring about the 
long-term effects on the planet.” 


Meanwhile, Bob Bancroft is waiting for the Supreme Court of Nova Scotia to decide whether the province has 
fallen short on one of its own environmental laws, as he and other naturalists think they have. 


Bancroft is a wildlife biologist and one of the applicants in the court case against Nova Scotia's minister of lands 
and forestry. The Federation of Nova Scotia Naturalists (of which Bancroft is the president), the Blomidon 
Naturalists Society and the Halifax Field Naturalists are the others. 
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Bancroft said in a phone interview the group was taking legal action because “we're living in a very diminishing 
world.” 


According to the latest Living Planet report from the World Wildlife Fund (WWF), half of Canada's 80,000 wildlife 
species are in decline. Another WWF study released in spring 2019 found that in Nova Scotia, specifically, 88 per 
cent of wildlife habitats were inadequately protected or not protected at all. 


“So, | guess, the main reason we're doing this is somebody's got to stand up for nature and not just human 
interest and profits,” Bancroft said. 


Bancroft, a former employee of the Department of Natural Resources (which has since been renamed 
Department of Lands and Forestry) said one of the reasons he left government about 20 years ago was his sense 
of the province's indifference to environmental protection. 


A 2016 report from the auditor general found the then-Department of Natural Resources was “not fully managing 
conservation and recovery of species at risk,” and “not carrying out planning and completing species recovery 
activities satisfactorily.” It said species at risk should be a greater priority for the government. 


The report highlighted that industrial forestry practices often don't consider biodiversity and said the “monitoring of 
companies harvesting trees on crown land needed improvement.” 


Bancroft believes one of the main threats to biodiversity in Nova Scotia is clear cutting by the forestry industry, but 
habitat loss due to climate change is another important factor. It wasn't by the applicants’ design that the case 
against the province was scheduled to appear in court in the midst of climate action week, but Bancroft welcomed 
the alignment. 


“We didn't plan it — the judge set the date — but | think it's a good coincidence because it shows two aspects of a 
diminishing world.” 


“What's happening with species at risk links back to climate change and whether we are at the root of climate 
change or not ... it still behooves us to minimize our imprint on the planet.” 


In a response to part of the auditor general's 2016 report, the Department of Natural Resources acknowledged 
that “industrial activity” and climate change were among the threats to species at risk. 


Star Halifax made a request to interview Lands and Forestry Minister lain Rankin, which was declined. 
Department spokesperson Lisa Jarrett said via email that “it would be inappropriate to comment” with the matter 
before the courts. 


Nova Scotia has legislation meant to protect at-risk species, but the allegation before the supreme court is that 
the province has fallen short of its responsibility to its own laws. 


The goal of Nova Scotia's Endangered Species Act is to conserve at-risk species and prevent any species from 
becoming extinct because of human activity. Bancroft said he simply wants the act enforced. 


“We're not asking for change, we're asking for the existing laws to be upheld and actually acted upon.” 


The naturalists' case against the province is scheduled for Sept. 23, the same day world leaders will convene in 
New York for the UN Climate Action Summit. 


Hosted by UN Secretary General Antonio Guterres, the summit is supposed to be a platform for sharing 
“concrete, realistic plans” for meeting Paris Agreement targets. 


Guterres is quoted on the UN website saying, “I want to hear about how we are going to stop the increase in 
emissions by 2020 and dramatically reduce emissions to reach net-zero by mid century.” 


Nova Scotia is due for a new set of climate action targets, which Environment Minister Gordon Wilson has said 
could be legislated this fall . 


In an interview with Star Halifax, Wilson said he shares the sense of urgency being expressed by climate action 
protestors this week, although he stopped short of calling the current situation a climate emergency, which is how 
the UN describes it. 
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“| think we all are very concerned. Certainly, it's a topic that is going on on a regular basis. | think, as Nova 
Scotians, we need to continue to keep our eye on working hard to support energy efficiency and green 
infrastructure, sustainable transportation and all those areas, and work very hard on adapting to the effects of 
climate change,” Wilson said. 


He said he would “like to applaud the people that are actually involved in climate action week and what they do to 
raise awareness.” 


Gavin Fridell is one of those people. The 45-year-old from Halifax was another attendee at the rally in Halifax on 
Friday, along with his two children, ages eight and 10. 


In an interview, Fridell said the time for talking about the science and impacts of climate change has long gone. 
He wants to see concrete action and much quicker implementation of meaningful measures. 


“I think I'm genuinely starting to get a little bit worried that the long-term strategy of government and the business 
sector is really just to drag their feet,” Fridell said. 


“We've almost stopped talking too much about climate change with our children because as the news starts to 
come out more, we start to realize we don't want the kids to have an unhappy childhood regardless of what's 
coming.” 


Fridell worriedly references the news item from Thursday pointing to research showing that more than three billion 
birds have disappeared from North America since 1970. Even common species like sparrows and blackbirds 
have suffered massive declines in the last five decades. 


“| hear about these kids getting (eco) anxiety. My daughter just five minutes ago was saying to me, 'Daddy, what 
do they mean it's going to happen in 20 years,' and | said 'Well, | think they mean that we'll reach the tipping point 
in 20 years,” Fridell said in between rally speeches. 


“And she says 'So, Daddy, I'll be 28 when we reach the tipping point?’ And | told her, 'Don't worry, honey. You'll 
be fine.’ But I'm actually just reassuring her. | don't know, as an adult, what that actually means.” 


Yvette d'Entremont is a Halifax-based reporter focusing on health. Follow her on Twitter: @ydentremont 


Taryn Grant is a Halifax-based reporter focusing on the Nova Scotia legislature. Follow her on Twitter: 


@tarynalgrant 


Wildlife biologist Bob Bancroft says clear-cutting is one of the greatest threats to at-risk species in Nova Scotia. 
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